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COLLECT FOR THE NATIVITY OF OUR LORD:
CHRISTMAS DAY 25 December
O God,
who makest us glad by the yearly remembrance
of the birth of thy only Son Jesus Christ:
Grant that as we joyfully receive him for our Redeemer,
so we may with sure confidence behold him
when he shall come to be our Judge;

who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Ghost,
one God,
world without end.
Amen.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THIS CHRISTMAS DAY COLLECT?
This collect, slightly revised by Cranmer for the 1549 Book of
Common Prayer, is found among the Advent prayers in the 8thcentury Gelasian Sacramentary and among the Christmas vigil
prayers in the 10th-century Gregorian Sacramentary. From thence it
passed to the late 11th-century Sarum Missal. As a striking
combination of Advent and Christmas themes, it is a most
appropriate transition between the two seasons.

The Nativity, 1603-05, by El Greco

The date of the birth of Jesus of Nazareth is not stated in the Gospels
or in any secular text, but most scholars assume a date between 6
BC and 4 BC

At the time of Jesus’ birth, there was no universal time system. There
have been well over 10 major systems of measuring time and many
more regional ones used over the course of history to define Jesus’
birth-year. The majority of these ancient systems are not the most
accurate, consistent, or in agreement with other calendars.

WAS JESUS BORN IN THE YEAR 1?-a
Starting the calendar with Jesus’ birth did not come about until the 6th
century, when a Scythian monk named Dionysius Exiguus or “Dennis the
Short” (c.470-544), who lived in what is now known as Romania or Bulgaria,
did his best to calculate when Jesus was born.
This learned monk moved to Rome and became well known for translating
many ecclesiastical canons from Greek into Latin, including the decrees from
the Councils of Nicaea and Chalcedon.
Dionysius wanted to create a new time system that would no longer honor
the wicked and cruel Roman emperor Diocletian. This was what the AD first
stood for: Anno Diocletiani. He changed it to “Anno Domini nostri Jesu
Christi” (“in the year of Our Lord Jesus Christ”) or AD for short. His system
eventually gave us the term BC standing for “before Christ.”

WAS JESUS BORN IN THE YEAR 1?-b
The alternatives to BC/AD are CE standing for “common (or current) era,” and
BCE standing for “before the common (or current) era.” These abbreviations
date from at least the early 1700s, when Jews in particular began to use
them, and are still used today for religious neutrality by some people,
especially scientific writers, even though the calendar remains based on
Jesus’ birth.
Dionysius Exiguus did not intend to set up a calendar system for daily living
and his calculations were not used initially as a year time system either.

Dionysius Exiguus used Scripture and the historical information available to
him to calculate that Jesus was born in the 753rd year of the Roman Empire.
So that year was redubbed “AD 1” and we kept adding on from there. Even
though he made his calculation for the year in which Jesus was born in the 6th
century, it was not until the 8th century that his system became widespread.
This was thanks to the Venerable Bede of Durham, England, who used
Dionysius Exiguus’ dating system in his Ecclesiastical History of the English
People.
However, information would eventually come to light which showed that the
well-intentioned monk had made some errors.

HOW DOES QUIRINIUS HELP US DATE JESUS’ BIRTH?-a
Luke states that the Nativity events
took place when Quirinius was
governor of Syria.

Luke’s Gospel notes:
2 In those days a decree went out
from Emperor Augustus that all the
world should be registered. 2 This was
the first registration and was taken
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.
Palestine is cold in December. It was
probably much too cold to ask everyone
to travel to the city of their fathers to
register for taxes.
What year would the registration have
occurred?

HOW DOES QUIRINIUS HELP US DATE JESUS’ BIRTH?-b
This census has caused some major headaches. There are no
records available today demonstrating that Quirinius (c.51 BC-AD
21) was Governor at 1 BC/AD or close. Josephus wrote that
Quirinius was a Roman senator who was sent to Syria to clean up a
legislative account and conclude on taxings. This happened in the
37th year after the Battle of Actium, which would place it
somewhere around AD 6. Some have theorized that he was
governor twice, the first one not being included in any history.

In AD 6-7 Quirinius required one known census, which does not
seem to be the one mentioned by Luke. There are records of a
census that included Judea about the year 6 “Before Christ.” Some
scholars debate whether this is the census mentioned by Luke.
Quirinius may have served two times as leader in this area and
ordered this census during his first term.
The Luke text can be read as “registration before Quirinius was
governor of Syria,” and that Luke therefore was actually referring to
a completely different census.

HOW DOES HEROD HELP US DATE JESUS’ BIRTH?-a
The Biblical details of Jesus’ birth
are found in two Gospels. Both
Luke’s and Matthew’s Gospels state
that Jesus was born during the days
of Herod the king. Since Herod the
Great (c.72-4) probably died in the
spring of 4 BC, we have a
parameter to work with.

The original writers of the Gospels
never related time in relation to the
Herod dynasty, probably on
purpose because the Gospels were
for a universal audience that
viewed the Herod family as minor
players in a big act. Christian
writers also did not want to relate
time in relation to the cruel and
barbarous Herod dynasty.

HOW DOES HEROD HELP US DATE JESUS’ BIRTH?-b
From Matthew 2:1-23 we know that, when Joseph and Mary were
fleeing Bethlehem with Jesus, Herod sought to have the child spoken
of by the Magi killed and so ordered all boys 2 years old and younger
in that vicinity killed. Modern biographers of Herod and many
Biblical scholars dismiss Matthew's story as a literary
device. Contemporary non-Biblical sources, including Jewish
historian Josephus, provide no corroboration for Matthew's account
of the massacre, and it is not mentioned in Luke’s Gospel.
If Matthew’s account is accurate, this indicates that Jesus could have
been as old as 2 before Herod’s death about 4 or 3 BC. This date
occurs whether it was 37 years from Herod’s installment by Rome at
40 BC or 34 years from the death in 37 BC of Herod’s predecessor,
Antigonus II Mattathias, the last Hasmonean king of Judea.
These data places the date of Jesus’ birth between 6 and 4 or 3
“Before Christ.”

HOW DOES JESUS’ BEGINNING HIS MINISTRY
HELP US DATE HIS BIRTH?
If Jesus was born much later
than 5 “Before Christ,” he
would have been too young to
fit with Luke’s report that he
began his ministry at about 30
years of age. Based on Luke
3:1-2 John only began
baptizing people in “the
fifteenth year of the reign of
Tiberius
Caesar,”
which
scholars estimate would place
the year at about AD 28-29. By
working backwards from this,
it would appear that Jesus was
probably born no later than 1
BC.

The Baptism of Jesus, 1962, by Christen Dalsgaard

HOW DOES THE STAR OF BETHLEHEM
HELP US DATE JESUS’ BIRTH?
Of course, there is much
dispute
about
the
Christmas star.
Cambridge
Professor
Colin J.Humphreys has
argued that a comet in
the early 5 BC was likely
the "Star of Bethlehem,"
putting Jesus' birth in or
near April in 5 BC.

A Heavenly Body,
c.1496,
by Albrecht Dürer

WAS JESUS REALLY BORN IN SEPTEMBER?-a
In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, the angel
Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called
Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name
was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name
was Mary. (Luke 1:26-27)

If Mary conceived soon after Gabriel’s visit in the 6th
month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy and if Mary and
Elizabeth both went to term, then Jesus was born five
to six months after John.
John’s father, Zechariah, had been serving his term as
priest in the Temple. Zechariah belonged to the
priestly division of Abijah and we know when this
division served in the Temple. So John was likely
conceived in the 2nd half of Sivan, which is around the
beginning of June. Adding the six months between
John and Jesus and the nine months of Mary’s
gestation brings us to around the middle of
September the following year. Therefore Jesus would
have been born in September.

WAS JESUS REALLY BORN IN SEPTEMBER?-b
Shepherds could still have been
outdoors in September, given the mild
weather at this time of year. Actually,
children of Middle Eastern shepherds
usually mind the sheep through the
night, whereas the adults spend nights
out of doors only during the birthing
period or during a crisis. Luke’s
description features adult shepherds
who are with the sheep. Therefore, the
nighttime scene points to the lambing
season, the springtime.

The Angel Appearing
to the Shepherds,
1634, by Rembrandt

Shepherds were probably not abiding in
the fields watching over their flocks in
late December. The sheep would have
been gathered into the sheep folds long
before that. They were usually in the
fields from early March until early
October.

WHAT DID THE EARLY FATHERS THINK?
Iranaeus, born about a century after Jesus, notes that Jesus was
born in the 41st year of Augustus’ reign. Since Augustus began his
reign in the autumn of 43 “Before Christ,” this appears to
substantiate the birth of Jesus in 2 "Before Christ."
Eusebius (264-340), the "Father of Church History," claimed that
Jesus was born during the 42nd year of Augustus’ reign and the 28th
year from Egypt’s subjugation on the death of Anthony and
Cleopatra after the Battle of Actium.
The 42nd year of Augustus’ reign ran from the autumn of the year 2
"Before Christ" to the autumn of 1 "Before Christ."
Egypt’s subjugation into the Roman Empire occurred in the autumn
of 30 “Before Christ.” The 28th year extended from the autumn of 3
“Before Christ” to the autumn of 2 “Before Christ.”
The only date that would meet both of these constraints would be
the year 2 “Before Christ.”

WHEN WAS 25 DECEMBER CHOSEN?
The early Christian Church did not celebrate Jesus' birth. For
the first three hundred years of the Church's existence,
birthdays were not given much emphasis--not even Christ’s
birth. The day on which a saint died was considered more
significant than his or her birth, as it ushered him or her into
the kingdom of heaven. Christ’s baptism, His veneration by
the magi, and His first miracle at Cana received more
attention than His birthday in the 6 January feast of Epiphany.

25 December as Jesus’ birth date was developed long after
the New Testament period. The first recorded Christmas
celebration was instituted, three and a half centuries after
Christ’s birth, in Rome on 25 December by the year 336. In a
list of Roman bishops, compiled in AD 354 these words
appear for AD 336: “25 Dec.: natus Christus in Betleem
Judeae” (25 December: Christ born in Bethlehem, Judea).
Pope Julius I picked the 25 December date in AD 350, and the
government formalized it in 529 when Roman Emperor
Justinian declared Christmas to be a civic holiday.

WHY WAS 25 DECEMBER CHOSEN?-a
This December Christmas festival slowly
spread to the Churches of the East, which
already had a similar observance in the
Feast of the Epiphany.
Most scholars today agree that the
primary move in the choice of 25
December was a desire of the Roman
Church to establish the feast of Christ’s
Nativity, the birthday of “the sun of
righteousness” (Malachi 4:2), as a
Christian rival to the pagan festival of the
Unconquered Sun at the winter solstice.
Saturnalia was a tradition inherited by
the Roman pagans from an earlier
Babylonian priesthood. Constantine may
have had a hand in its selection because
he was also sympathetic with the
monotheistic sun worship prevalent at
that time.

WHY WAS 25 DECEMBER CHOSEN?-b
The earliest source stating 25 December as Jesus’s birth date is likely
a book by Hippolytus of Rome, written in the early 3rd century. He
assumed that Jesus’ conception took place at the spring
equinox, which Hippolytus placed on 25 March, and then he added
nine months to calculate Jesus’ birth date.

The Annunciation on 25 March was also (for theological reasons)
believed to have been the same date of Jesus’ death.

The Annunciation,
1438-45
by Fra Angelico

WAS JESUS’ NATIVITY IN THE COLD OF WINTER?
People writing hymns, stories, or plays set Jesus’ birth in their own
world rather than in what we know of the 1st century. In particular,
many assume that Jesus was born in winter, since Christmas is
celebrated in winter in the northern hemisphere.

Christina Rossetti
(1830-94)

Nativity with San Lorenzo and San Francesco, 1609, by Caravaggio

